THE AMERICAN NOVEL

tous human tragedy must seem to him only a tiny gasp for
breath, the most delightful human comedy only a tiny flutter
of joy. Against a background of suns dying on the other side
of Aldebaran any mole trodden upon by a hoof may appear
as significant a personage as an OEdipus or a Lear in his last
agony. To be a novelist or dramatist at all such a cosmic
philosopher must contract his vision to the little island men
inhabit, must adjust his interest to finite interests, must re-
duce his narrative to a comprehensible human scale. The
muddle of elements so often obvious in Dreiser's work comes
from the conflict within him of large, expansive moods and
a conscience working hard to be accurate in its representation
of the most honest facts of manners and character. Assuming
that the plight and stature of all mankind are essentially so
mean, the novelist need not seriously bother himself with
the task of looking for its heroic figures. Plain stories of plain
people are as valuable as any others. Since all doctrines and
ideals are likely to be false in a precarious world, it is best
to stick as close as possible to the individual. When the in-
dividual is genuine he has at least some positive attributes;
his story may have meaning for others if it is presented with
absolute candor. Men can partially escape from the general
meaninglessness of life by being or studyixig individuals who
are genuine, and who are therefore the origins and centers
of some kind of reality.

At a time during the war when any unpopular man might
be called pro-German, Dreiser had that label angrily fixed
upon him. The accusation more accurately meant that he had
gone outside the bounds commonly observed in Anglo-
American novels and employed themes more familiar to the
Continent of Europe than to the British Isles. In American
criticism the term Continental still meant alien. Dreiser was
not Anglo-Saxon, though he was American. But in enlarging
the territories of native fiction he did not, as international
novelists like Henry James had done, deal with the fashion-
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